Caregiver discourse: perceptions of illness-related dialogue.
Interacting with terminally-ill patients is significantly stressful for caregiving families. To date, few studies have examined how caregivers perceive their communication with dying family members. As such, the present investigation was undertaken. A sample of 10 family caregivers was utilized for the study; informants had to be the spouse or child of the patient, having provided the majority of care during the illness period. Semi-structured interviews were employed by the investigator to collect data on the communicative experiences of these caregivers; they were asked to describe their thoughts and interactional experiences with specific reference to the following: (1) the inevitability of the patient's death, (2) the patient's preferred courses of action, (3) levels of family interaction, (4) patient denial, (5) previous patterns of discourse, and (6) bereavement. All interviews were audio-recorded, transcribed verbatim, and analyzed using a two-tier system incorporating aspects of content analysis methodology. Results indicate that caregivers experience difficulty communicating with their patients and with other family members. Suggestions for developing effective, appropriate, and sensitive communication training programs for terminally-ill patients and their caregiving families are provided.